This article uses 'interpretative flexibility' as a concept to analyse the early development of 
Introduction
In the new media ecology, networked tools and applications are launched almost every day and they compete to become standard services for channelling information, communication and media (ICM) activities. Although many would argue that the Internet has already yielded a number of stabilized user practices, such as online searching, e-mailing and blogging, Andrew Feenberg (2009: 80) argues many of these practices are temporary arrangements 'that may enter into flux again at a future date'. Each launch of an innovative technology service or specific application may upset the Internet's feeble balance, so that stabilized use or interpretative closure is far from achieved. In this volatile environment, Twitter, a platform for microblogging, emerged in 2006. Five years after its launch, Twitter had become immensely popular as it attracted almost 180 million monthly users worldwide.
1 During this first stage, the platform's meaning was variable and contested on various grounds. Was
Twitter a versatile communications service or an application embedded in social network sites (SNSs)? Was it a means of one-way mass communication or an interactive tool for community organizing? Was it a device for news updates or a mass marketing tool? Although
Twitter has now become an established brand name, the meaning of microblogging has not stabilized for once and for all.
This article aims to look back on the early stages of Twitter's development between
2006 and 2010 -a stage characterized by competing usage, interface adjustment, change in content and variable business models. How did Twitter and the socio-technical practice of microblogging evolve in its first five years? What actors were involved in the struggle to define this platform's dominant meaning? In order to answer the first question -how to trace
Twitter as a technology-in-flux -my theoretical frame of reference is inspired by social constructivists, who have taught us how and why some technologies achieve interpretative closure in a struggle for survival while others do not. Actor-Network Theory (ANT) will help to highlight how the mutual shaping of technology and users evolved during this initial stage (Bijker 1995; Pinch and Bijker 1987; Latour 2005) . The second question requires the help of a specific social constructivist concept: interpretative flexibility. Interpretative flexibility contends that each technological artefact, during the first stages of development, has different meanings and interpretations for various relevant social groups (Pinch and Bijker 1984) .
These social groups can be users and producers but may also entail other relevant human actors, such as researchers or journalists. Besides, non-human actors, such as an information system's technical or content characteristics, might enable or limit the social construction of a new tool (Doherty, Coombs and Loan-Clarke 2006; Latour 1992 Latour , 2005 . To this I would like to add another non-human element affecting a tool's interpretative flexibility: business models. Few researchers recognize business models as a relevant non-human actor in the process of social construction (Orlikowski and Iacono 2001) .
Analysing Twitter's first five years, I will particularly look at how its technological features (interface, hardware) evolved in close relation to mediated social practices, content and business models -integral aspects of the platform's transforming function. The concept of interpretative flexibility serves as a prism to look at a complex process of struggle to achieve a stable meaning. However, the larger aim of this platform analysis is to gain a better understanding of the power relationships involved in shaping emerging channels for When Twitter was launched, it was not the only or even the first microblogging service; other stand-alone microblogging services such as Tumblr had already appeared on the scene. Some of these services were country-specific and some combined microblogging with other services such as file sharing. In contrast to its competitors, Twitter positioned itself as an 'autonomous' service, unconnected to one specific tool, one specific country or one specific (SNS) service. Even though many SNS services are designed to be multi-purpose tools -comparable to Swiss knives -users and markets are always looking for one specified exploit. During the first years after its emergence, Twitter was often called a service in search of a user application; the exact purpose of this new technology was discussed amongst journalists, and business analysts openly wondered about the technology's most evident usage, let alone its 'killer app' (Arceneaux and Schmitz Weiss 2010) . Researchers 'followed the hardware' to understand the motives of early adopters who are commonly eager to tweak technologies to suit their needs or who invent needs for unspecified tools. Several information scientists attempted to characterize Twitter by analysing its activity streams (Krishnamurthy, Gill and Arlitt 2008); others tried to define Twitter's user rationale by mapping network nodes in geographical space (Java, Finin, Song et al. 2007 and not restricted to one person; like chatting, but not tied to a PC or website interface).
2.
Collaboration and exchange (like e-mail or SNSs, but directly addressed to specific users, not tied to PC or website interface).
3.
Self-expression and self-communication (like blogging, but tweets are restricted in length, and not tied to PC or laptop).
4.
Status updating and checking (like SMS, but sending updates is not restricted to addresses saved in one's phone memory).
5.
Information and news sharing (like websites, but update alerts may be send through mobile devices like phone or PDA). Early research on Twitter's usage reveals a preference for the exchange of daily conversation between friends and for sharing information and news alerts at a community levelcorresponding to practices 1 and 5 in the list above (Java, Finin, Song et al. 2007; Mischaud 2007 ). Other researchers singled out practices 1 and 2 to explore how and why they developed. Behavioural scientists Zhao and Rosson (2009: 243) , for instance, restrict their research to Twitter's role as an informal communication medium in the work place (practice #2); they find that the web service can be used to enhance a feeling of connectedness and to build common ground for collaboration. Yet other researchers advocated specific usage of the tool to infiltrate a particular social practice. Information scientists Honeycutt and Herring (2009) observed that Twitter is most appropriate for conversational interaction (practice 1) and collaboration in larger groups (practice 2). While these researchers acknowledge Twitter may not have been especially designed for informal collaborative purposes, they suggest that 'design modifications could make microblogging platforms such as Twitter more suitable for collaboration' (Honeycutt and Herring 2009: 9) . Evidently, researchers actively tried to shape the tool's meaning by suggesting modifications to strengthen Twitter's interactive features and by pointing at implications of certain design choices.
Over the years, Twitter's interface has indeed been modified to promote certain types of usage over others, but not the way the above-mentioned researchers had anticipated. has shifted away from two-way communication towards being primarily a one-to-many or many-to-many publishing service (Huberman, Romero and Wu 2009; Weng, Liang and He, 2010) . In 2011, the common meaning of microblogging is still somewhat ambiguous, but less variable than it was in the beginning. As a mediated social practice, 'Twittering' has become synonymous with microblogging -which is why Facebook and Google have allowed Twitter as part of their services, likely at the expense of their own microblogging services Newsfeed and Buzz. And yet, this does not mean that the period of interpretative flexibility has resulted in a fixed meaning. The balance between various corporate social media platforms is precarious and vulnerable to change. To further substantiate this shift, we also need to look at microblogging's changing form and content.
Tweets as form and content
The interpretative flexibility that surfaced in the discussion of microblogging as a mediated social practice also relates to the content of its messages. Both prompts are starters for everyday small talk. And yet, there is a difference between the two: whereas the first prompt invites tweets that can be described as 'interactive personal talk', the second prompt triggers news and information that also goes beyond the personal. 
Twitter's emerging business model
Just as media watchers initially called Twitter a service in search of a user application, four years after its launch market analysts wondered whether Twitter was still in search of a business model (Miller 2009b) . Until 2010, the company's owners remained vague about plans to monetize their popular service; they raised enough money from venture capitalists to allow time to find a suitable revenue model. 9 At some point, though, business analysts began to ask whether Twitter's owners were interested in business models at all (Smith 2009 ). Like other social networking sites, such as YouTube and Facebook, Twitter relied on the strategy to build an audience of users first and find revenue streams later. Choosing a business model seemed subordinate to building a user base, but in fact, selecting a revenue model is also the result of a company's ability to develop the site's potential usages and to build trust among user bases before testing the effectiveness of a commercial tactic. Business models are not ready-made strategies, but they formed an important element in the shaping of Twitter's meaning during its first five years.
Since the beginning of this century, Web 2.0 platforms have defied traditional business models, stimulating economists and managerial experts to develop new perspectives on value creation through technological services. In contrast to old media strategies, leveraged by the entertainment and culture industry to sell products to consumers, digital tools and services generated by contemporary creative industries yielded a new complex logic of usage that no longer fitted the model of producers versus consumers, or products sold by advertising (Potts, Cunningham, Hartley et al. 2008) . The networked information environment necessitated the question whether a new economic model is needed to provide a sustainable alternative to market-based models of provisioning information, communication and knowledge. Even if many SNSs boom before developing business models, in the long-term they have to survive in a space that is profoundly commercial and dominated by large corporations. In the course of five years, we have witnessed how Twitter's economic viability was explored in various ways. First, Twitter was exploited as a general communications tool that helped businesses create (customer) value. Several years into the site's existence, there were already a number of books explaining the tool's power to 'dominate your market' or how to 'get rich with Twitter' (Comm and Burge 2009; Prince 2010) . Second -and this will be my main point of analytical interest -Twitter was busy to develop its own business model as an autonomous, stand-alone microblogging service. This process has been watched minutely by market analysts interested in the site's monetizing strategy, whether as a stand-alone company or as potential take-over target for other platforms.
advertisement-or subscription-based models never really applied to Web 2.0 platforms. SNSs hinge on people's willingness to make connections and to fill space and time with communicative and cultural content, giving users power over the network. Microblogging platforms, more than other SNSs, rely on user's ability to initiate and maintain 'weak ties' and to manage substantial numbers of contacts. As Clemons (2009: 46) argues, online social networks need to be viewed as meeting places where people congregate to exchange information and social talk, observe each other, check out people's status and enjoy novel entertainment. Selling anything directly through these networks or steering traffic for commercial reasons might destroy the delicate balance of trust and usefulness, so owners of social networks need to develop strategies based on principles other than plain advertising. As the ecosystem of microblogging is volatile, the choice for one particular revenue strategy likely has consequences for the site's number of users, its user demographics and user behaviour.
Over the years, Twitter has always been extremely cautious in selecting (a combination of) revenue models, to avoid antagonizing its customers. A number of suggestions for monetizing Twitter were made by strategists and analysts, including offering various subscription levels, service fees, revenue fees, search deals (the Google model), Tracing this process opens up new perspectives on the dynamics between the various human and non-human actors involved in the development of an Internet service, and thus on the power relationships at stake in a networked environment.
In 2011, the meaning of microblogging is still flexible but less so than five years ago.
Although Twitter still supports a number of uses, in recent years it has proliferated most distinctly as a 'followers-listing tool' for frequent news and entertainment updates. Whether
Twitter will retain its capability for two-way communication for collaboration in small groups and restricted circles remains to be seen. Twitter has conquered a leading position as a brand name, rendering the verb 'twittering' almost synonymous with microblogging. The platform's integration in virtually every major social media environment, such as Facebook, as well as in 'old media' proves its success as an autonomous brand but also attests to its increasingly 'appliancized' nature. Twitter's integration of push-based and geo-based features in its software may predict a definite choice for sponsored content as its preferred revenue model, but any eventual selection of a business strategy will depend on the loyalty of user bases. In that respect, Twitter's meaning has not stabilized yet. Every subtle change in the platform's hardware, software or business model may affect its users' behaviour as well as the impact of tweets as communicative content. By the same token, changes in the Internet environmente.g. the introduction of new services or modifications of competing platforms -may instantly affect Twitter's significance and status as the world's leading microblogging platform.
Whatever the outcome of future processes, they will be contingent on the mutual shaping of technology, users/usage, content and economic factors.
The concept of interpretative flexibility enabled an analysis of Twitter as an emerging technological playground where the sociocultural meaning of microblogging as a mediated social practice is contested and shaped by various interests. When adopting this concept from social constructivists, I did not contend that a technological object invites multiple points of view from owners or users. Some theorists have preferred terms like 'co-creation' or 'collaborative enterprise' to describe how owners and users of Web 2.0 platforms are equally engaged in defining a tool's development (Tencati and Zsolnai 2008) . Contrastingly, the concept of interpretative flexibility assumes this process to be one of struggle and competition rather than the result of a collective effort towards finding a stabilized meaning for a tool. In other words, a stable meaning is the very stake in a battle for signification. Twitter's meaning as a tool and service will be as much the result of conscious steering by its owners as of accepting and/or resisting such steering by users, researchers, journalists, business analysts and others. The outcome of this process is never gratuitous or contingent: at stake in this battle is the shaping of our very channels for communication. While the Internet is still in flux, every newly launched tool is a contested object that gets moulded by the larger political, economic and social forces in our societies (Castells, 2010 3 Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin (1999: 55) have called this phenomenon 'remediation', arguing that this concept offers us a means of interpreting the work of earlier media as well. 4 Note that this selection was made on the basis of modes of addressing rather than on the tool's actual use by 2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twitter#cite_note-72, checked on 14 August 2010.
3 Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin (1999: 55) have called this phenomenon 'remediation', arguing that this concept offers us a means of interpreting the work of earlier media as well. 4 Note that this selection was made on the basis of modes of addressing rather than on the tool's actual use by actual users, as examined by a number of sociologists. The concept of interpretative flexibility, in contrast to more sociological approaches, encourages to look at actors traceable in the technology itself, and the way usage is scripted through for instance hardware and software (Akrich 1992) . Specific social uses of Twitter, such as the branding of the self (Marwick and boyd 2011) or the organization of political activism (Morozov 2011) , are sociologists' object of research, yet they can easily be categorized into these more abstract categories of usage.
5 Evan Williams, one of Twitter's co-founders and chief executives, said in an interview with the New York Times:
<EXT>Many people use it for professional purposes -keeping connected with industry contacts and following news.
[…] Because it's a one-to-many network and most of the content is public, it works for this better than a social network that's optimized for friend communication. <SRC>(Miller 2009a)</SRC></EXT>
